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QI ZHANG
Abstract
This paper examines the attitudes of Hong Kong inhabitants to eight varieties of English: 
RP, Tyneside English, General American English, Australian English, Philippine 
English, Mandarin-accented English, and two local Hong Kong varieties of English, one 
with a broad accent and the other with an educated one. According to previous studies 
(Giles 1970, Ryan et al. 1984, Giles et al. 1995, Garrett et al. 2003, Hiraga 2005), 
informants tend to have more positive attitudes towards types of English which have a 
prestigious status. Nevertheless, varieties of English used in their immediate environs 
are often rated higher in terms of solidarity. Several studies have been conducted to
explore this attitudinal pattern as it relates to East Asian varieties of English (Cargile 
1997, Lindemann 2003, Chiba et al. 1995, McKenzie 2008). As a new variety of 
English, the variants used in Hong Kong have rarely been investigated to the same 
extent in the field of language attitude studies. As a result, the study described here is 
novel in its application of the verbal-guise technique to uncover language attitudes in 
the Hong Kong region; it systematically examines how different Englishes (local and 
global) are rated by a sub-section of the population of Hong Kong.
Contrary to the research hypothesis suggested by the findings from previous
works on what Kachru (1992) terms the ‘inner circle’ countries, results to date have 
shown that two varieties of Hong Kong English were, in fact, not favoured on either 
status or solidarity scale. Thus, RP, General American and Australian - all of which are 
varieties from the 'inner circle' were, in fact, usually ranked higher than either of the 
local Hong Kong variants. However, the varieties of Hong Kong English are not rated 
equally in that there is a favouring effect associated with the educated variety not 
enjoyed by the broad one. This finding makes important indications about the future 
vitality of different types of Hong Kong English, particularly in the light of my finding 
that speakers in the sample prefer Mandarin-accented English to either of the local types.
1. Introduction
Over the past two to three decades, Hong Kong has attracted a number of 
linguists to explore the varieties of English found in this territory (Fu 1975, Luke & 
Richards 1982, Bolton & Kwok 1990, Bolton 2002). In the new century, various studies 
have been conducted on supposedly unique features of Hong Kong English (henceforth 
HKE), e.g. its phonology (Hung 2000, Setter 2006, Deterding et al. 2008), lexical 
features (Benson 2000, Bolton 2003) and grammar (Gisborne 2000). Gradually, HKE is 
becoming recognized as a new variety of English with its own distinctive features. 
However, an issue which has been raised repeatedly since the 1980s is whether 
the local variety of English, which was developed from Canton English and later 
Chinese pidgin English (Bolton 2002), should be claimed as HKE, especially since it 
lacks the support of the Hong Kong inhabitants. Although it has been pointed out that 
the mass of Hong Kong people resist the local variety and that it might be impossible to 
change their attitudes towards the new variety of English (Joseph 1996, Bolton & Lim 
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2000, Pang 2003, Stibbard 2004), research on language attitudes towards HKE is still a 
relatively underdeveloped area. There are to date very few publications on attitudes
towards HKE (Bolton & Kwok 1990). 
Apart from the limited publications, a number of studies mainly focus on native 
speakers’ attitudes towards varieties of English (Giles 1970, Ryan et al. 1984, Giles et al.
1995, Garrett et al. 2003, Garrett et al. 2005). These speakers are from what Kachru 
(1992) terms as the ‘inner circle’ countries. Generally speaking, both speakers of 
standard varieties and those of non-standard varieties tend to give more status to 
standard varieties. Nevertheless, they often evaluate non-standard varieties more highly 
on solidarity traits (such as friendly, sociable, pleasant, etc.), especially if the judges
themselves, are speakers of non-standard varieties.
Take the example of the United Kingdom (UK). The language attitude studies 
were conducted in the UK amongst native speakers of English (Trudgill 1983, Milroy 
1999, Hiraga 2005). The results show that there exists ‘a cross-national, tripartite 
hierarchical framework of accent prestige, divisible into “standard”, “rural” and 
“urban”’ (Hiraga 2005: 289). Standard varieties of English, such as RP and standardised 
varieties of Scottish are rated highly on the status dimension. However, varieties of 
English spoken in urban areas in the UK are evaluated the lowest in terms of status, as 
these vernaculars are spoken by working-class people in the industrial centres of 
Birmingham, Liverpool or Glasgow (Giles & Coupland 1991, Hiraga 2005). Varieties 
of English used in rural areas, such as the Yorkshire accent, are also rated unfavourably
in terms of status (Hiraga 2005). With regard to the solidarity dimension, the 
evaluations of standard varieties appear to be negative. Varieties used in urban areas are 
again rated the lowest. Nevertheless, the rural non-standard varieties of English received 
particularly positive evaluations (ibid). 
According to Kachru’s classification (1992), Hong Kong is not in the inner 
circle, because English is not used as a native language in the society. As a former 
British colony and currently, as defined by the Beijing government in Mainland China, 
an international metropolis (Bolton 2003), Hong Kong still employs English as one of 
the official languages in various domains. Given these socio-historical circumstances, 
HKE, as a new variety of English in East Asia, is likely to be categorized as belonging 
to the ‘outer circle’, where English is used as a second language (Kachru 1992). 
Several language attitude studies have been conducted amongst non-native 
speakers in other East Asian contexts (Chiba et al. 1995, Lindemann 2003, McKenzie 
2008). However, only one study (Bolton & Kwok 1990) applied the verbal-guise 
technique to explore Hong Kong inhabitants’ attitudes. 
The above discussion has demonstrated the potential value of conducting further 
research on the attitudes of Hong Kong inhabitants towards HKE. As a result, there are 
two aims for my research: to uncover language attitudes towards HKE in the Hong 
Kong region in the application of the verbal-guise technique and to examine for the first 
time how different varieties of English (local as well as global) are rated by the Hong 
Kong people who are non-native speakers of English. 
2. Method
This section will detail the research instrument employed in the study. It will 
also outline the rationale and procedure of selecting the varieties of English used in this 
study, the speakers, the personality traits tested as well as informants.
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2.1. The verbal-guise technique
The most frequently used indirect technique in language attitude studies is the 
matched-guise technique, which was developed by Lambert et al. in the 1960s. Though 
recognized as useful and subsequently employed in language attitude studies in a range 
of different community settings (Lyczak et al. 1976, Elwell et al. 1984, Genesee & 
Holobow 1989, Bayard et al. 2001, Dailey et al. 2005), this technique has also been
criticized for its use of non-authentic guises (Dailey et al. 2005), more specifically for 
the use of one multilingual individual to represent different varieties of English. A 
number of scholars (Cooper 1975, Dailey et al. 2005, Campbell-Kibler 2005) have 
pointed out that a single individual cannot exhibit native-like control over all of the 
varieties under investigation, especially varieties from the inner circle, outer circle or 
even the expanding circle (see also Bolton & Kwok 1990, Poon 2007, McKenzie 2008). 
This shortcoming also applies to the study described here, since it needs stimuli of both 
standard varieties, e.g. RP, General American, and local varieties of Hong Kong English. 
It is extremely difficult – if not impossible – to find natural-born mimics who can play 
the range of accents required for the current study with relative fluency.  I first tried to 
find a multilingual person, but after a certain time of practice and many rehearsals with 
three potential speakers, they still could not convincingly produce all the varieties of 
English. Therefore, I adopted a variant form of the matched-guise technique − the 
‘verbal guise’ − to investigate attitudes (Cooper 1975; Bayard et al. 2001; Garrett et al. 
2003; Dailey et al. 2005; McKenzie 2008). 
The verbal-guise technique involves informants listening to recordings from a 
series of different speakers. It has been claimed that the use of a verbal guise technique 
has the risk of introducing more paralinguistic variables (e.g. pitch height, loudness, 
breathiness, see Buchstaller 2006, Kerswill 2002), because the employment of various 
speakers inevitably includes speaker differences. Nonetheless, I would argue that a 
more realistic technique would be to rely on authentic speakers and, obviously, such a 
research design requires carefully selected speakers and properly recorded stimuli in 
order to minimize the potential influence of speaker differences on listeners’ 
perceptions. The next section explains how this technique was adapted for the present 
study, i.e. the selection of speakers and stimuli.
2.2. The selection of English varieties  
As stated in the introduction, one purpose of this study is to examine how 
different Englishes are rated by Hong Kong inhabitants. Eight English varieties were
selected: RP, Tyneside English, General American English, Australian English, 
Philippine English, Mandarin-accented English, and two local Hong Kong varieties of 
English, one with a broad accent and the other with an educated one. The rationale for 
the selection of guises was as follows: the previous works have shown different
attitudes towards to the two local varieties of Hong Kong English (Bolton & Kwok 
1990, Poon 2007). RP and General American tend to be included in attitude studies as 
reference varieties, since they are usually rated highly in terms of status. 
Tyneside English, popularly termed ‘Geordie’, is a variety of English spoken in 
the Tyneside region of North-East England, which is traditionally an industrial area. As 
mentioned in the Introduction, previous studies (Giles 1970, Ryan et al. 1984, Giles et 
al. 1995, Garrett et al. 2003, Garrett et al. 2005) have reported that varieties from large 
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industrial towns tend to be rated lowest in terms of status. The inclusion of Tyneside 
English allows me to explore whether non-native speakers of English, namely Hong 
Kong people, perceive this industrial variety in the same way. 
Australian English, like Tyneside English, is classified as a variety from the 
inner circle (Kachru 1992). Since more Hong Kong people emigrate to Australia and the 
number of students who go to study in Australia increases every year, Hong Kong 
people may be more familiar with Australian English than Tyneside English. However, 
Hong Kong people might find it difficult to differentiate between Australian and 
Tyneside English on the one hand and other varieties of English on the other.
Consequently, they can be helpful to test the hypotheses regarding the inherent value 
and the imposed norm of a language, which will be explained in 3.2.2.
I also included Philippine English, since this new English is familiar to the 
majority of Hong Kong people. The number of Filipinos was actually the second largest 
population in Hong Kong in both 2001 and 2006 (CSDHKa). According to the Census 
and Statistics Department of Hong Kong, ‘most members of the ethnic minorities 
[Filipinos and Indonesians] were women aged between 27 and 38 and working as 
domestic helpers’ (CSDHKb). Because of this, the inclusion of Philippine English 
enables me to investigate the stereotype associated with this variety in Hong Kong.
I chose Mandarin-accented English as well, because Mandarin became one of 
the official languages in Hong Kong after the sovereignty changed in 1997.1 The current 
language policy in Hong Kong is bilingual – English and traditional Chinese – and 
triliterate2 – English, Cantonese, and Mandarin (Bolton 2002); furthermore, every year 
more people emigrate from Mainland China to Hong Kong.3 Most of them are highly 
skilled immigrants, and they play important roles in the political/cultural/economic
domains in Hong Kong. However, it takes time for Mandarin speakers from Mainland 
China to learn to use Cantonese in Hong Kong or vice versa. Consequently, these 
immigrants mainly use Mandarin-accented English as the medium of communication.
Furthermore, there is comparative evidence on this variety: Cargile (1997) studied
Anglo- and Asian Americans’ attitudes towards Mandarin-accented English.
2.3. The selection of speakers
In order to see if attitudes remain constant when only the paralinguistic elements 
change, I employed two speakers to represent the same variety. Hence sixteen speakers 
were involved in the study to represent eight varieties of English in total. Gender and 
age are two factors which can affect voice quality and may later have an influence on
                                               
1 Hong Kong was a British colony after the first and second Opium War. In 1997, the Sovereignty of 
Hong Kong was transferred back to the Mainland China and Hong Kong became a special administrative 
region in P. R. China (Bolton 2002).
2 Please note that ‘bilingual’ refers to the official spoken languages and ‘biliterate’ refers to the official 
written languages.
3 The Hong Kong government limits the number of immigrants from the Mainland to 150 people per day. 
But ‘the total number of Mainland immigrants amounted to only 38,100, only 69% of the total allocation 
for the year [of 2004]’ (Takeuchi 2006: 23).  So the government conducts several projects to accept more 
‘engineers of hi-tech industries and scientists from the Mainland’ (Ibid). For this reason, Admission 
Scheme for Mainland Talents and Professionals and Admission of Mainland Students Graduated from the 
University Grants Committee (UGC)-Funded Institutions in Hong Kong were gradually introduced and 
actually started in 2001. As showed in the schemes’ names, these Mainland immigrants are professionals 
or elites in various domains. They play important roles in the development of Hong Kong. 
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informants’ attitudes. The current study selected female speakers to make the gender of 
speakers consistent, and it also controlled the age range within 30 years. All speakers’ 
voices were evaluated by two professional linguists and two research students 
specialized in linguistics. They all agreed that it was difficult to identify the speakers’ 
age difference as none of the voices sounded particularly young or old. 
Before the stimuli were actually recorded from these sixteen speakers, I 
conducted a short interview to obtain the speakers’ ethnographic information. Although 
there was no formal agenda for the interview, it was focused on these questions: a) 
Where were you born and where did you grow up? b) What is your mother tongue? c) 
How long did you stay in the region that mainly uses the accent4/variety of English you 
are presenting?5 I carried on the interviews in a casual way, to make the speakers relax 
and record stimuli as naturally as possible. As discussed in 2.1, the employment of the 
verbal guise is to make the recordings more authentic, because it is important for each 
speaker to produce the stimuli in a natural manner to achieve the utmost authenticity.
All speakers were asked to read a pre-selected text which is factually neutral. They were 
also speaking with roughly the same speed. Therefore, the stimuli selected were also 
broadly similar in length, ranging from 1 minute 23 seconds to 1 minute 40 seconds.
Table 1: Provenance and varieties of speakers employed in this study
Speaker Provenance Coded reference
RP 1 UK RP 1
RP 2 UK RP 2
General American 1 North-East USA USA 1
General American 2 North-West USA USA 2
Tyneside English 1 Byker, Newcastle TE 1
Tyneside English 2 Forest Hall, Newcastle TE 2
Australian 1 West Australia AU 1
Australian 2 West Australia AU 2
Broad Hong Kong 1 Hong Kong HKbr 1
Broad Hong Kong 2 Hong Kong HKbr 2
Educated Hong Kong 1 Hong Kong HKed 1
Educated Hong Kong 2 Hong Kong HKed 2
Philippine 1 North Philippines PH 1
Philippine 2 North Philippines PH 2
Mandarin 1 Beijing, P.R. China MD 1
Mandarin 2 Tianjing6, P.R. China MD 2
                                               
4 Since the interview was for speakers who are not specialists in language or linguistics, the concept of 
‘accent’ is easier for them to understand. 
5 For example, a Tyneside English speaker may be asked: how long have you lived in the region of 
Tyneside?
6 Tianjing is a city next to Beijing. People may speak a local dialect, namely ‘Tianjing dialect’, in the 
daily life. However, Tianjing dialect is very similar to Mandarin. Besides, Mandarin is defined as a 
variety based on Beijing dialect and Chinese northern dialects. Tianjing dialect is definitely a dialect from 
the north of China. Therefore, a Mandarin speaker from Tianjing is still appropriate to represent 
Mandarin-accented English. 
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Table 1 above summarizes the speakers and the varieties selected for the study. 
Because the varieties of English employed in the study are actually regional varieties,
except for RP, most speakers were chosen on the basis that they were born and brought 
up as native speakers of the variety in question. RP is long perceived as uniquely 
prestigious among British varieties. Actually, the RP accent, ‘though intimately 
associated with standard British English, has always been a minority accent’ (Kachru & 
Nelson 2006: 11, see also Roach 2004). According to McArthur (1992: 851), it is 
‘unlikely ever to have been spoken by more than 3-4% of the British population’. Thus,
the present study chose RP speakers based on a more general assumption of RP, which 
primarily referred to the pronunciation of English words, described by Jones (1917 in 
Roach 2004), and was ‘…associated with the pronunciation acquired at the British 
“public schools” (in fact, private schools) by the privileged classes from the South of 
England’ (Kachru & Nelson 2006: 94). Therefore, RP is a non-regional educated accent 
which can be found in upper class England (Bauer 2002, Poon 2007). Although both RP 
1 and RP 2 were selected from Newcastle upon Tyne, they both carry the characteristics 
of RP accent. 
All recordings were reviewed by two professional linguists in the UK and two 
Hong Kong research students who specialized in linguistics. The following paragraphs 
outline further information about each speaker.
USA 1: this speaker was born and raised in the north-east of America.7 Her 
undergraduate study was also in the same area. Both her parents were born and raised in 
the same area. She came to the UK for a one-year master degree in 2007, and she was 
still on the course while the stimulus was recorded. 
USA 2 was born and grew up in the north-west of America. She finished her 
study at New York University, and then came to work in the UK around twenty years 
ago. Although she has lived in the UK for around a decade, her accent is still 
convincingly American.
TE 1 was born and raised in Byker, Newcastle upon Tyne. While the stimulus 
was recorded, she was an undergraduate student in Newcastle University. She had not 
spent a long time abroad except for short-term vacations. 
TE 2 was born and grew up in Wallsend, Newcastle upon Tyne. While the 
stimulus was recorded, she was studying for a bachelor’s degree at Newcastle 
University. 
AU 1 was born and grew up in the west of Australia. When the stimulus was 
recorded, she had been working in the UK for less than five years. 
AU 2 was born and grew up in the south-west of Australia. She studied at 
Canberra University, and after that she spent almost one year in Italy and another year 
in Spain. She had been in Newcastle for about two years when the stimulus was 
recorded.
HKbr 1 was born and grew up in Hong Kong. She started to work after she 
finished middle school, so her formal study of English ended after that. When she was 
30, she came to the UK to join her husband. Since then, she has been working in a 
Chinese take-away and mainly socializing with Hong Kong Chinese in Newcastle upon 
Tyne. As her job is highly receptive and less productive, her English level has not 
significantly improved in the past decade, and she has preserved a typical broad Hong 
Kong accent.
                                               
7 When ‘grew up’ or ‘raised’ is used in the text, it usually indicates the time since birth until entering a 
college/university. 
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HKbr 2 was born and raised in Hong Kong. At the age of 27, she studied for a 
master’s degree in the UK for one year. Then, she went back to Hong Kong and now 
works as administrative staff. However, her English education and experience abroad
have not altered her spoken English much. She still speaks English with an accent,
which can be easily identified as broad Hong Kong.
HKed 1 was born and grew up in Hong Kong. She came to the UK for a one-
year master’s course at the age of 28, after she completed her undergraduate degree in 
Hong Kong. She stayed in Newcastle and has lived here ever since. She currently works 
as a manager in an interpreting department. Thus, her English is largely influenced by 
her long stay in an English-speaking country and her job. But her accent still bears 
certain characteristics of Hong Kong English.
HKed 2 was born and raised in Hong Kong. She studied for an MA in 
Translation in the UK for one year and went back to Hong Kong to work as a 
government employee. Her bachelor’s degree is also in translation. Although she has 
not had as much exposure to native English (unlike HKed 1), she received more 
intensive language input on English from her education. Like HKed 1, she still 
represents features of Hong Kong English to a certain extent.
PH 1 was born and grew up in the north of the Republic of the Philippines. She 
went to Hong Kong for a position of domestic worker two years ago. This job required 
limited English communication. 
PH 2 was born and grew up in the north-west of the Republic of the Philippines. 
When the stimulus was recorded, she had been in Hong Kong for around five years,
working as a domestic worker.
MD 1 was born and grew up in Beijing, P. R. China. She went to America for a 
two-year master’s degree in linguistics. After that, she returned to Beijing. She is 
currently working as a translator/interpreter in an international organization in Beijing. 
Therefore, the job places her in an environment with high exposure to English. 
Nevertheless, she is still a good representative of Mandarin-accented English because of 
the long living experience in Beijing and its strong influence as her mother tongue.
MD 2 was born and raised in Tianjing. She came to Newcastle at the age of 
thirty for a one-year master’s degree after she obtained a higher qualification (a 
qualification which is lower than the bachelor’s degree) in China. Later, she started 
working as a data inputter, first part-time and then full-time. So her job is 
predominantly receptive rather than productive. Additionally, she mainly socializes with
the Chinese in Newcastle. Although she has spent seven years in the UK, her accent
does not have any substantial change. Instead, she still maintains many characteristics 
of Mandarin.
All speakers were carefully reviewed and the study has minimized the different 
paralinguistic factors amongst the selected speakers and stimuli. However, it cannot 
completely remove certain potential influences from speaker differences. For example, 
HKed1 is likely to have better English proficiency than HKed2 because of her working 
and living backgrounds. Therefore, the speaker differences are also taken into 
consideration in the discussion of results.
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2.4. The selection of traits
Even though some language attitude studies were conducted in a similar manner 
in relation to Chinese-accented or Asian-accented English (Cargile 1997, Lindemann 
2003), all the informants were American students or American Chinese students. The 
meaning of traits may not be a problem for those studies, since these traits were still 
applied to English native speakers. The current research studies Hong Kong people’s 
attitudes towards a range of varieties of English with regard to the dimensions of status 
and solidarity. It thus involves Chinese informants with a particular focus on Hong 
Kong Chinese, which is the population from an East Asian territory. It is therefore 
crucial to examine the traits used and to ascertain that the final traits selected are 
meaningful and salient for the investigated community (McKenzie 2008).
For this reason, I conducted two focus group interviews with 9 Hong Kong 
students to investigate their general reactions to speakers in the stimuli, especially to 
Hong Kong English speakers. I noted down which adjectives they chose to describe the 
stimuli. From these two interviews, some adjectives/traits most commonly used in other 
research were chosen. Moreover, certain traits not typically found in other research 
emerged, such as hard-working. 
In a second pilot study, the 30 traits that were collected from the focus group 
interviews were gathered and put into a questionnaire for further investigation of the 
traits. The framework of this questionnaire was mainly based on Hiraga (2005). 
Generally, the students were asked to pick out 10 traits from a pre-determined list, 
which they thought were the most appropriate and relevant adjectives to their own 
society. This questionnaire finished with an open question which asked the students to 
add any other relevant traits that were not included in the questionnaire. Some 
interesting traits, such as modern, creative, were collected in this way.
Altogether 25 valid questionnaires were returned. 15 questionnaires were from 
students in the Chinese University of Hong Kong. The other 10 questionnaires were 
answered by Hong Kong students who studied in the UK as undergraduates.  
Finally, all 30 traits were also evaluated and examined thoroughly by me and 
two other professional linguists. On the basis of the two pilot studies, I chose 21 traits 
and found their antonyms in order to put them on the two ends of the five-point scale in 
the verbal-guise test. In terms of status dimension, the traits are: educated, intelligent, 
successful, wealthy, competent, elegant, modern, sociable, creative. In terms of 
solidarity dimension, the traits are: warm, friendly, humble, kind, pleasant, helpful, 
considerate, generous, honest, hardworking, reliable, sincere8.
2.5. The selection of informants
The informants came from two universities in Hong Kong: The Chinese 
University of Hong Kong (CUHK) and The City University of Hong Kong (CityU). 
Hong Kong has only eight universities. CUHK, founded in 1963, is the second oldest 
                                               
8 It should be noted that the classification of 21 traits into the dimensions of status and solidarity was 
examined by Principal Component Analysis (PCA) in SPSS Version 14.0 (Statistical Package for the 
Social Sciences).
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university in Hong Kong9. CityU was formerly known as City Polytechnic of Hong 
Kong until 1984 and it was granted its university status in 1995. Because CUHK has a 
longer history than CityU and students have to have a much better academic 
performance to enter it, it is usually believed to be better than CityU. As a result, the 
data collected from these two universities may be taken to represent students with 
different academic profiles. Table 2 depicts the distribution of informants.
Table 2: The informants for the current study
University
Gender
CUHK CityU Total
Male 16 6 22
Female 15 7 22
Total 31 13 44
Before informants completed questionnaires, they were asked about their 
personal data including their name, major, and year of study10. This guaranteed that 
none of these students in any of the four groups majors in linguistics or any language 
related subjects. To a large extent, this can rule out the possibility that someone would 
realize that the survey employs the verbal-guise technique and so render his/her answer 
unreliable. In total, there were 44 valid questionnaires returned from the two universities 
with an equal number of male and female informants (Table 2).
2.6. Procedure
The data collection was undertaken in Hong Kong over a period of one month in 
early 2008. It was conducted on four groups of students in total. Three groups were in 
the Chinese University of Hong Kong (CUHK). The number of students for these
groups was 11, 7 and 13 respectively. The fourth group was from the City University of 
Hong Kong (CityU), which consisted of 13 students. The survey took place in 
classrooms in the two universities. These classrooms were of medium size, suitable for 
a class of 20 students. Each classroom was well-equipped with a computer in the front 
and a sound system fitted in the ceiling. This ensured that all the informants could hear 
the recordings clearly.
Each group had 13 or fewer participants, so I was better able to observe how 
every student filled in the questionnaire. Moreover, the small group size ensured that 
everyone could hear the recordings clearly, and complete the questionnaires without too 
many distractions. 
For each group, there was a briefing and a de-briefing session. Before the 
students started to answer the questionnaires, they were welcomed to the survey and 
informed of the general procedure of completing the questionnaires. After the 
questionnaires were completed, they were told that the purpose of the survey was an 
                                               
9 The oldest university is The University of Hong Kong founded in 1910. In consideration of Hong Kong 
as a colonial territory for 99 years, it may be easy to understand why CUHK is believed to be a university 
with long history already.
10 For students from CUHK, they submitted their study information via email before they came to fill in 
questionnaires. For those from The City University of Hong Kong (CityU), they provided their study 
information in person or via telephone.
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investigation of people’s attitudes towards different English accents. They had the 
opportunities to ask any questions, and they were given the opportunity to be sent the 
survey’s results or further information about the research.
Overall, the questionnaire had three parts: (i) rating speech samples using the 
verbal-guise technique, (ii) rating six statements on a five-point scale, (iii) informants’ 
background information. Due to space limitations, I will focus on the data collected 
from the first part of questionnaire in this paper. For more information about the study 
please refer to Zhang (in preparation). 
3. Results and Discussion
Informants were asked to listen to 16 stimuli and given instructions without 
identifying which varieties they were listening to. Each stimulus was played twice to 
give informants a sufficient period of time to fully develop and to write down their 
evaluations. Informants needed to rate these stimuli on a five-point scale according to 
the answer sheet with 21 traits ordered randomly (See Appendix). All negative traits 
were located at one end of the scale and positive traits were located at the other end.
The collected data and the generated results are from SPSS Version 14.0 
(Statistical Package for the Social Sciences). Although a question of bias is normally 
inevitable in any research, the numerical data coded and analysed with the use of strict 
statistical procedures can be interpreted as objectively as possible.
3.1. The general rating for each variety of English
In this section, I looked at attitude differences among the eight varieties as a 
whole. The informants’ ratings on 21 traits were not divided into status and solidarity 
dimensions. As shown in Table 3, General American English was rated the highest. It is 
followed by RP – the other standard variety of English. The broad Hong Kong accent 
was seen as the lowest, which is even lower than Philippine English. The educated 
Hong Kong accent was in a moderately middle place in the ranking, just after the 
Mandarin accent. Tyneside English is a variety which Hong Kong people are not 
familiar with and it was rated relatively low, as the sixth in the ranking. 
Table 3: The average ratings of 8 varieties on all traits
Ranking Variety of English Mean Std. Deviation
1 USA 3.51 .35
2 RP 3.45 .42
3 AU 3.34 .36
4 MD 3.32 .30
5 HKed 3.30 .34
6 TE 3.12 .37
7 PH 2.99 .38
8 HKbr 2.73 .32
Note: For the code of each accent, see Table 1 in 2.3.
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The ranking above shows that the varieties from the inner circle, i.e. USA, RP 
and AU, were grouped into one as informants held the most positive attitudes towards 
them in comparison with other varieties. Although Tyneside English is also a variety 
from the inner circle, informants could distinguish it from other three inner circle 
varieties and gave it lower ratings. Two local varieties of Hong Kong English received 
significantly different evaluations. Even though it is difficult to decide whether people 
have positive attitudes towards HKed at this stage, the result has shown informants’ 
most negative attitudes are towards HKbr. Even Philippine English, as a non-standard 
and non-local variety, was evaluated higher than the broad Hong Kong accent, which 
emerged and developed from the local community. This issue will be discussed in the 
reminder of the paper.
Table 4 illustrates the rating and ranking of all 16 speakers in detail. The highest 
three were still varieties from the inner circle. As mentioned in 2.3, there are two 
speakers for each variety to see the attitudinal consistency on the same variety. The 
mean score for each speaker of inner circle varieties was comparatively high. This 
confirms the informants’ positive attitudes towards inner circle Englishes. Tyneside 
English is an alien accent for Hong Kong participants. TE 1 received considerably good 
rating and it was the sixth in the ranking, whereas TE 2 was downgraded to the 
fourteenth. This attitudinal difference towards two Tyneside English speakers also 
demonstrates the informants’ uncertainty and unfamiliarity towards this variety.
Table 4: The average rating of 16 speakers on all traits
Ranking Variety of English Mean Std. Deviation
1 USA 2 3.77 .51
2 RP 2 3.69 .49
3 AU 2 3.48 .38
4 MD 1 3.43* .43
5 HKed 1 3.43# .48
6 TE 1 3.28 .42
7 USA 1 3.25 .43
8 MD 2 3.22 .47
9 AU 1 3.20 .54
10 RP 1 3.20 .56
11 HKed 2 3.18 .45
12 PH 1 2.98 .41
13 PH 2 2.97 .46
14 TE 2 2.96 .46
15 HKbr 2 2.78 .44
16 HKbr 1 2.69 .41
Note: *The exact figure was 3.4297.
#The exact figure was 3.4252.
One educated Hong Kong accent (HKed 1) was rated as the fifth in the ranking 
and the other one (HKed 2) was the eleventh. On the contrary, two broad Hong Kong 
accents were rated lowest. HKbr 2 was fifteenth and HKbr 1 was sixteenth, as the 
lowest one of all. This rating difference is likely to be related to each speaker’s 
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background information (See 2.3), and in particular to their English proficiency. 
According to my observations and the educational and working experience they 
provided, the language proficiency is probably HKed1 > HKed2 > HKbr2 > HKbr1. 
This order was confirmed by their rankings in Table 4. Thus the correlation between 
language attitude and language proficiency is an area which needs further exploration.
Interestingly, Mandarin-accented English was ranked in a relatively high place, 
namely the fourth for MD 1 and the eighth for MD 2. In other words, the informants 
consistently seem to have positive attitudes towards Mandarin-accented English. It is 
not surprising to see two Philippine English speakers ranked quite low, the twelfth and 
thirteenth respectively, as informants can easily stereotype this variety with Filipinos 
working in Hong Kong (See 2.2).
To sum up, standard varieties of English from the inner circle are most favoured 
by Hong Kong informants. The educated Hong Kong accent is less, but not the least, 
favoured, whereas the broad Hong Kong accent is rated the lowest. The evaluations on 
Philippine English are unsurprisingly low, yet unexpectedly higher than the broad Hong 
Kong accent. Mandarin-accented English is in a middle position that parallels the 
educated Hong Kong accent. This attitudinal pattern was repeated in the later data 
analysis, which will be stated next.
3.2. Status vs. Solidarity
In this section, I will look at the informants’ attitudes towards each variety of 
English from the perspectives of solidarity and status.
3.2.1 The status rating of each variety of English
The status rating of each variety of English was generated from the ratings on 
the following traits: educated, intelligent, successful, wealthy, competent, elegant, 
modern, sociable, creative. First of all, I summarize the status ratings of eight varieties 
as shown in Table 5. General American, RP and Australian English were rated highest 
among all eight varieties. Tyneside English, as a variety from the inner circle, was rated 
lower than Mandarin-accented English and the educated Hong Kong accent. The broad 
Hong Kong accent was rated as the lowest in the ranking, which was even lower than 
Philippine English.
Table 5: Status rating of 8 varieties
Ranking Variety of English Mean Std. Deviation
1 USA 3.59 0.41
2 RP 3.50 0.43
3 AU 3.46 0.39 
4 MD 3.29 0.33
5 HKed 3.20 0.40
6 TE 3.14 0.39 
7 PH 2.84 0.44 
8 HKbr 2.46 0.41
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Although some informants recognized that Tyneside English is a variety from 
the UK (See Table 11 in 3.2.2), none of them correctly identified it, which indicates that 
none of them knew Tyneside English. As stated in the Introduction, the non-standard 
variety of English is often rated lower than standard varieties in terms of status by 
native English speakers. Table 5 illustrates that even non-native speakers – Hong Kong 
informants – also rated Tyneside English low, even though they did not know exactly 
what variety they were looking at.
Mandarin and the educated Hong Kong accent were still ranked in the middle. In 
comparison with the ranking of solidarity (See Table 7 in 3.2.2), Mandarin-accented 
English was higher than the educated Hong Kong accent in terms of status. This may 
relate to the status of Mandarin itself and the social stereotype of speakers of Mandarin-
accented English. Mandarin is not only an official language in Hong Kong, but it is also 
an official language used in the Mainland China where millions of Chinese employ it. 
Hong Kong people are likely to see Mandarin as a variety that has high social status. As 
mentioned in 2.2, speakers of Mandarin-accented English are usually highly skilled
immigrants who work as professionals or professional-related positions. These speakers 
can be categorized into a social class, which enjoys relatively high social status. As a 
consequence, Hong Kong informants tend to have more positive attitudes towards 
Mandarin-accented English than to other variety.
The broad Hong Kong accent, which belongs to a local variety in Hong Kong, 
was rated even lower than an outgroup variety – Philippine English – in terms of status. 
As discussed in 2.2, Filipinos are the second largest population group and the majority 
of them work as domestic workers in Hong Kong. In other words, the ethnic groups of 
Filipinos have a relatively low social status in Hong Kong, because of their social 
function in this society. The image of low status is supposed to be shared with the 
variety that this ethnic group speaks: Philippine English. This result may relate to what 
Labov (2006: 329) used for New York City speech - ‘linguistic self-hatred’. Most New
Yorkers dislike New York City speech, even if they are the speakers of this variety 
themselves. This is the case for the broad Hong Kong accent. The next section 3.2.2 will 
further investigate this issue in solidarity dimension to find out, if the broad Hong Kong 
accent is consistently least favoured by Hong Kong informants.
Table 6 shows the status ratings of 16 speakers in detail. The highest three 
ratings were from three inner circle varieties: USA 2, RP 2 and AU 2. Other speakers of
the inner circle varieties, namely USA 1, RP 1 and AU 1, also obtained comparably 
high scores. The two broad Hong Kong accents were ranked at the bottom, whereas the 
two Philippine accents were rated right above them.
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Table 6: Status rating of 16 speakers
Ranking Variety of English Mean Std. Deviation
1 USA 2 3.86 .54
2 RP 2 3.77 .56
3 AU 2 3.62 .43
4 MD 1 3.50 .67
5 USA 1 3.34 .55
6 TE 1 3.33 .42
7 AU 1 3.29 .49
8 HKed 1 3.28 .62
9 RP 1 3.23 .59
10 HKed 2 3.13 .42
11 MD 2 3.10 .53
12 TE 2 2.94 .54
13 PH 1 2.88 .59
14 PH 2 2.78 .48
15 HKbr 2 2.47 .57
16 HKbr 1 2.45 .48
In comparison with the solidarity ranking (See Table 8 in 3.2.2), none of the
Hong Kong accents was rated highly in terms of status. Even HKed 1, ranked the third
in the solidarity ranking, was the eighth in the status ranking. To some degree, this also 
demonstrates what has been found out from previous studies. The local non-standard 
variety is usually rated lower in status ranking, whereas it is more favourable in terms of 
solidarity (Giles 1970, Ryan et al. 1984, Giles et al. 1995, Garrett et al. 2003). 
There is a significant attitudinal difference between MD 1 and MD 2. MD 1 was 
rated the fourth, in the first half of the ranking, whereas MD 2 was rated the eleventh 
which falls into the lower part of the ranking. This probably corresponds to the 
speakers’ background information (See 2.3) and therefore their English proficiency. It 
seems that MD 1 has better language proficiency than MD 2 because of their 
educational and working backgrounds as well as the researcher’s observations. The 
ranking for the four speakers of Hong Kong English varieties is also likely to be related 
to the speakers’ language proficiency. As pointed out in 3.1, the possible correlation 
between language proficiency and language attitude is an area that can be explored in 
future studies. 
3.2.2 The solidarity rating of each variety of English
After analysing the data in terms of status, this section will discuss the results 
collected from the perspective of solidarity. The solidarity rating of each variety of 
English was generated from the ratings on the following traits: warm, friendly, humble, 
kind, pleasant, helpful, considerate, generous, honest, hardworking, reliable, and sincere. 
As demonstrated in Table 7 below, General American and RP were ranked highest, 
whereas the broad Hong Kong accent received the lowest rating. 
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Table 7: Solidarity rating of 8 varieties
Ranking Variety of English Mean Std. Deviation
1 USA 3.45 .39
2 RP 3.41 .46
3 HKed 3.37 .35
4 MD 3.34 .34
5 AU 3.25 .40 
6 TE 3.11 .44
7 PH 3.10 .41
8 HKbr 2.94 .34
In fact, Tyneside English, Philippine English and the broad Hong Kong accent 
still maintain the same lowest places as in the status ranking (See Table 5). However, 
the educated Hong Kong accent was rated the third place in the ranking, which was 
followed by Mandarin-accented English as the fourth. Both HKed and MD were rated 
even higher than Australian English, which is categorised as a variety from the inner 
circle. As pointed out in the Introduction, informants tend to have more positive 
attitudes, in terms of solidarity, towards varieties of English used in their immediate 
environs. In comparison with the status rating (See Table 5), HKed is obviously 
upgraded in solidarity rating. Furthermore, the informants had more positive attitudes 
towards HKed than MD in terms of solidarity. To some extent, this confirms that Hong 
Kong inhabitants still feel that they belong to one of their local varieties of English, 
namely HKed. 
Table 8 shows the average rating of all 16 speakers. HKed 1 was ranked 
significantly high just after USA 2 and RP 2. HKed 2 was also rated comparatively high,
falling into the first half of the ranking. However, HKbr 1 and HKbr 2 were again 
ranked significantly low. The ranking of four speakers of Hong Kong English varieties 
is again according to the potential differences of English proficiency amongst these four 
speakers (Also see 3.1 and 3.2.1).
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Table 8: Solidarity rating of 16 speakers
Ranking Variety of English Mean Std. Deviation
1 USA 2 3.71 0.61
2 RP 2 3.63 0.54
3 HKed 1 3.52 0.50
4 AU 2 3.38 0.45
5 MD 1 3.38 0.46
6 MD 2 3.30 0.49
7 TE 1 3.25 0.52
8 HKed 2 3.22 0.51
9 USA 1 3.19 0.46
10 RP 1 3.17 0.60
11 PH 2 3.13 0.46
12 AU 1 3.13 0.59
13 PH 1 3.06 0.51
14 HKbr 2 3.02 0.43
15 TE 2 2.98 0.51
16 HKbr 1 2.87 0.48
Another interesting result is the ranking of the two Mandarin accents as both of 
them were rated in a moderately high place: MD 1 is the fifth and MD 2 is the sixth. 
Although, on average, Hong Kong informants held more positive attitudes towards the 
educated Hong Kong accent than Mandarin accent (See Table 7), the two Mandarin 
accent speakers (MD 1 and MD 2) were rated higher than three other speakers of Hong 
Kong varieties (HKed 2, HKbr 2 and HKbr 1) shown in the Table 8 above. This result 
may indicate that Hong Kong people also feel close to Mandarin-accented English and 
at least they seem more prepared to accept Mandarin-accented English rather than the 
broad Hong Kong accent.
Again, the two speakers of the broad Hong Kong accent were ranked at the 
bottom. As seen from Table 9 and Table 10, the figure generally demonstrates the 
number and percentage of informants who identified and did not identify the two HKed 
and two HKbr speakers11. The vast majority (75%) successfully identified HKed accent 
and 71.6% identified HKbr accent. In fact, HKbr 1 and HKbr 2 were recognized as 
varieties from Hong Kong by 68.2% and 75% of respondents respectively. The 
successful identification of the broad Hong Kong accent as a local variety cannot 
change the fact that they received the lowest rating in terms of solidarity. As a 
consequence, it is unlikely for Hong Kong people to accept the broad Hong Kong 
accent and ‘linguistic self-hatred’ still applies here (Labov 2006).
                                               
11 This information was collected via a separate question instead of via the verbal-guise technique.
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Table 9: Summery of identifying HKed 1 and HKed 2
Identify HKed 1 Identify HKed 2 Average
Wrong Correct Wrong Correct Wrong Correct
9(20.5%) 34*(77.3%) 12(27.3%) 32(72.7%) 23.9% 75%
* One respondent labelled HKed 1 as “Hong Kong/China”, 
another one labelled it as “Hong Kong foreigner (teacher)”.
Note: 1 (2.3%) missing data for ‘Identify HKed 1’. No missing 
data for ‘Identify HKed 2’.
Table 10: Summery of identifying HKbr 1 and HKbr 2
Identify HKbr 1 Identify HKbr 2 Average
Wrong Correct Wrong Correct Wrong Correct
13(29.5%) 30(68.2%) 11(25%) 33(75%) 27.3% 71.6%
Note: 1 (2.3%) missing data for ‘Identify HKbr 1’. No missing data 
for ‘Identify HKbr 2’.
I use here Tyneside English as a comparison to the broad Hong Kong accent. 
Tyneside English was incorrectly identified by the majority of respondents (Table 11). 
There were 9 respondents who labelled TE 1 as ‘the UK’, ‘England’ or ‘Britain’ and 10 
respondents who identified TE 2 as an accent from ‘the UK’ or ‘England’. None of 
them were able to recognize that Tyneside English is a variety of English from the 
north-east of England. On average, 78.4% could not identify the Tyneside English
(Figure 1). Although Tyneside English may sound alien to the respondents, it was still 
rated higher than the broad Hong Kong accent in terms of solidarity. 
Table 11: Summary of identifying TE 1 and TE 2
Identify TE 1 Identify TE 2 Average
Wrong 35(79.5%) 34(77.3%) 78.4%
Correct 9
(20.5%)
UK 5 10
(22.7%)
UK 6
England 3 England 4 21.6%
Britain 1 Britain 0
Note: 1. Neither Geordie accent was identified by respondents with the exact 
label ‘Geordie’. The correct answers include ‘UK’, ‘England’ or 
‘Britain’.
2. Please note that the data here do not include “don’t know”, as well as 
wrong identification such as “American”.
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Figure 1: Average percentage of informants’ identifying Tyneside English    
                
   
As mentioned in 2.2, Tyneside English was also employed to investigate the 
hypothesis of the inherent value and the imposed norm (Hiraga 2005). The inherent 
hypothesis generally indicates that informants can differentiate standard and non-
standard varieties even when they have no knowledge of these varieties (Giles et al. 
1974, Brown et al. 1973). The imposed norm hypothesis, which is also introduced as 
‘social connotation hypothesis’ (Trudgill 1983 in Hiraga 2005), refers to a variety of 
language that may be directly associated with the speakers who can evoke stereotyped 
responses (Milroy & McClenaghan 1977, Dailey-O’Cain 1999). In the present study, 
none of the informants recognized Tyneside English and consequently could not 
evaluate it according to the social stereotype the variety has. The results demonstrate 
that TE is still rated low in general (See Table 3), as well as in the status and solidarity 
rankings (See Table 5 and Table 7). Even those who identified TE as a variety of 
English in the UK (See Note 2 in 
Table 11) did not give it significantly different ratings: F(1,42) = 3.015, p>0.05 
(p=0.090) for TE 1; F(1, 42) = 0.311, p>0.05 (p = 0.580) for TE 2. This result may 
suggest that Tyneside English is ‘inherently bad’.
4. Conclusion
The above sections stated and discussed the results from the dimensions of 
status and solidarity. Overall, the attitudinal pattern summarized in 3.1 was confirmed 
from these two dimensions. Standard varieties of English from the inner circle were 
rated high by Hong Kong informants. The educated Hong Kong accent was scored 
lower in both status and solidarity rankings, whereas the broad Hong Kong accent was 
always in the bottom of either ranking. Philippine English is a variety which most 
informants are familiar with, and Tyneside English is alien to Hong Kong informants. 
However, both of them were still ranked higher than the broad Hong Kong accent in 
particular in the solidarity rating. Mandarin-accented English was put in a middle 
position, which more or less parallels the educated Hong Kong accent. 
Comparing the results of status with those of solidarity, the general attitudinal 
pattern can be concluded from the data: the educated Hong Kong accent was rated 
higher than the broad Hong Kong accent and the broad Hong Kong accent is always in 
the bottom of every ranking. In other words, Hong Kong people have considerably more 
positive attitudes towards the educated Hong Kong accent than the broad Hong Kong 
accent. The more ‘Hong Kong’ the speaker sounds, the more negatively he/she will be 
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judged. The educated Hong Kong accent is more likely to be locally recognized and to 
represent the identity of Hong Kong in the future. 
As demonstrated here, the attitudinal pattern observed in the study contradicts 
the previous studies (Giles 1970, Ryan et al. 1984, Giles et al. 1995, Garrett et al. 2003, 
Hiraga 2005). It is even different from McKenzie’s (2008) language attitude study 
towards the moderately-accented Japanese English and heavily-accented Japanese 
English, which was conducted in Japan – an East Asian country classified as the 
expanding circle (Kachru 1992). He noted that both the moderately-accented and 
heavily-accented Japanese English were rated lowest in terms of status (McKenzie’s
2008). Nonetheless, the heavily-accented Japanese English was evaluated highest in 
terms of solidarity, whereas the moderately-accented Japanese English was still rated 
less favourably in this dimension. In other words, the degree of accent affects people’s 
attitudes in solidarity rating. The more local the speaker sounds, the more positively 
he/she will be favoured. This result actually echoes the finding of Garrett et al. (2003) 
for English varieties in Wales.
Contrasting with the findings of language attitude studies involving native 
speakers of English from the inner circle (Garrett et al. 2003, Hiraga 2005) and non-
native speakers from the outer or expanding circle (Poon 2007, McKenzie’s 2008), the 
results of the present study show that the informants’ evaluations of English varieties 
tend to be complex in Hong Kong. It has to be admitted that the results obtained from 
the present study may still bear bias. A possible one is that the informants are 
undergraduates, and thus are in the educated elite in the society. They are more likely to 
perceive a higher degree of solidarity with the educated variety of Hong Kong English 
than the broad variety. As mentioned in 2.6, this paper is a part of the language attitude 
study, and it outlines the results obtained from the very first stage of the research. Other 
relevant research topics are still under investigation, such as the relationship between 
the evaluation and exposure to a variety of English, the effect of identification of a 
variety on people’s attitudes, etc. Since the present study observed a possible correlation 
between language attitude and language proficiency, it would be profitable to expand 
investigations into this potential correlation amongst populations in other contexts, 
especially countries and places from the outer or expanding circle.
Appendix
1. What do you think of the speaker?
unfriendly                   12345 friendly
unsociable 12345 sociable
stupid 12345 intelligent
arrogant 12345 humble
poorly educated 12345 highly educated
cold 12345 warm
poor 12345 wealthy 
unpleasant 12345 pleasant
unsuccessful 12345 successful
unhelpful 12345 helpful
insincere 12345 sincere
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crude 12345 elegant
unkind 12345 kind
incompetent 12345 competent
dishonest 12345 honest
boring 12345 creative
lazy 12345 hard-working
inconsiderate 12345 considerate
unreliable 12345 reliable
old fashioned 12345 modern
stingy 12345 generous
2. Where do you think the speaker comes from? _________________________
3. Do you think most Hong Kong people speak English like she does?    
Yes / No 
4. How suitable is the speaker for the job of radio announcer?
least suitable 12345 most suitable
5. When you speak English, to what extent would you like to sound like the speaker 
you have just heard?
not at all 12345 very much
6. To what extent do you think this speaker represents a Hong Kong identity?
not at all 12345 very much
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